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Abstract 


This lesson plan and assignment help students understand how the advertisements they see 
in media outlets are related to media content—that it is no accident if they see an ad for 
cosmetics in a beauty magazine. After learning about the basic economic incentives of ad- 
supported media, students are each assigned a different magazine to analyze. They evaluate 
how the cover and editorial content serve to attract a specific audience defined by 
demographics and/or psychographics. They learn that those audiences are attracted by the 
magazine's content so that their attention may be sold to advertisers. Then students analyze 
a selected ad for the strategies designed to appeal to that targeted audience. They analyze 
how that ad fits into the "brand friendly" context of the magazine's editorial content. 


Keywords 
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On myriad new media platforms today's university students are bombarded with all sorts of 
advertising, much of which they may not be able to identify as such. In a previous teaching 


article for Advertising & Society Quarterly, | shared a lesson plan for helping students identify 
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influéncer" content on platforms such as tHstagra 
YouTube.4 However, | have also noticed that some students are no less in need of help in 
identifying traditional ads in traditional media. What seems obvious to older generations— 
that advertisers pay media companies to carry their ads—is not always clear to the young. | 
have had students who have assumed, for example, that a magazine or TV network pays the 
advertisers, or that the magazine or TV network makes the advertising. In this lesson plan and 
assignment—for an undergraduate course called "Advertising, Popular Culture, and Celebrity" 
at the College of Mount Saint Vincent, a liberal arts college in New York City—I try to address 
this confusion. First, | lay out the basic industry structure of traditional ad-supported media. 
Second, | assign each student a different magazine in which to analyze how advertising and 
editorial content in traditional media are designed to work together to aggregate targeted 
audiences' attention for advertisers. Third, we discuss each student's findings in the next class 
meeting, thus practicing and reinforcing the concepts. 


| begin my lesson with an image of two adjacent pages of the February 2017 issue of Vanity 
Fair magazine: 


Click for larger view 


View full resolution 


Fig. 1. 
This Double-Page Spread from the February 2017 Issue of Vanity Fair Magazine Begins This Lesson on the 
Relationship of Ad Placement with Media Content.2 


| ask students which page shows an advertisement and which shows editorial content. They 
usually identify each quickly. | ask: How do you know which is which? They usually point out 
the different use of text on the two pages. | point out that both images are of a beautiful well- 
dressed young woman gazing at the reader. | ask them to identify other similarities (e.g. lots of 
exposed skin, similar facial expressions) before we discuss the differences. | ask them to 


phic identify which brand is being advertised—what is the product and how is it being sold? Lanvin oy 


Project MUSE - Teaching the Relationship of Ads to Cor finciewielnp https://muse.jhu.edu/article/734578 
That's when | ask students to think more deeply about the production of what is shown: 
Who made the page on the right? | explain that the magazine's editorial staff—their journalists, 
photographers and editors—was paid by the magazine to design, produce, and edit the page 
on the right.2 Then | ask: Who made the page on the left? | explain that an advertiser employed 
an ad agency to design and produce it; the workers are usually paid by the agency, which is 
then paid by the advertiser or brand. 


Then | ask: Who pays to put these two pages in the magazine? | explain that an advertiser 
pays the magazine to place its ad on that left page. Thus, the magazine earns money from that 
page. However, to create the page on the right, the magazine has had to spend its own money 
by paying employees to make it. Magazines must earn more money from advertisements than 
they spend on editorial content. How do they do that? | explain that the content on the page 
on the right must be designed to attract an advertiser's target audience. | ask what type of 
reader this magazine might be trying to appeal to. Most students describe readers interested 
in fashion, glamour, and celebrities. 


| return to the similarities between the two pages: Why do you think these two pages are so 
similar, even though different entities produced and designed them? After some discussion, | 
point out that magazines must produce editorial content that complements or fits in with the 
advertising pages they hope to sell to advertisers. Traditional media content, then, is designed 
to provide a "brand friendly" context for advertisements+—a context that supports the ad. | 
ask students how the page on the right provides a "brand friendly" context for the ad on the 
left. The editorial content about the young star is clearly designed to appeal to readers 
interested in beauty, fashion, and glamour—the same appeals used in the jewelry ad on the 
left. 


Once | have introduced the idea of "brand friendly" context, the concept their assignment is 
based on, | explain some basic terms that many of today's students may already be familiar 
with. | define traditional media companies (e.g. TV networks, magazines, newspapers, and 
radio stations) as companies that earn advertising revenue—which | define as the money 
advertisers pay media companies for the time or space to show their ads. Many media 
companies also earn other forms of revenue: in the case of magazines, individual issue sales 
and subscriptions are also important. Subscriptions, however, may be less important as a 
revenue source than as a means to guarantee circulation and, consequently, the potential 
audience for their ads, and many magazines discount their subscriptions accordingly. The 
term media spending, | explain, is how much an advertiser pays to media companies to carry 
their ads. Advertising expenditures are what an advertiser pays for both the media placement 
and the production of their advertising. For example, in 2018, AT&T spent about $5.1 billion on 


advertising across many media outlets.2 
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such as Procter & Gamble, hires an agency to make ads for a specific brand, such as Tide 
detergent, which is referred to as an account. For the agency's "Tide account," an account 
management team provides oversight of the budget, and of communication between the 
agency and the client, and coordinates the other agency departments in serving the client. 
The account planning department provides market research for the agency to use in 
developing its advertising strategy. The creative team, traditionally a copywriter paired with 
an art director, then uses the information from the account managers and the account 
planners in order to develop a creative concept for an ad campaign. Most agencies assign 
multiple creative teams to an account. Finally, once the client has approved the campaign's 
creative concept and the execution of it in specific ads, then the media buyers must identify 
appropriate and "brand friendly" media outlets in which to place the ad. Media buyers also 
negotiate with media outlets over the price of the ad space or time. Media buying is often done 
by separate specialist agencies that may negotiate discounts for their large media-buying 


clients.& 


Walk off 
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Fig. 2. 

These Covers for Good Housekeeping (May 2007) and Men's Health (March 2012) Encourage Students to Think 
about How Media Buyers Select Outlets That Best Fit the Demographics and Psychographics for the Ads They Are 
Placing. 


| ask students how they think media buyers select the media outlets in which an ad will 
appear. | note that advertisers are interested in specific kinds of audiences, ones they believe 
will be most likely to buy their products. How do the media buyers find those audiences? | 
show a sequence of slides, each featuring the cover image of two magazines. For each slide, | 
ask students how the readers of those magazines are being categorized in terms of 
demographics (e.g. age, gender, ethnic identity) and psychographics (i.e. interests, values).2 
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stu ents'td tellme which demographic group reads Goo 
Housekeeping and which reads Men's Health. Students quickly identify women as the targeted 
gender for Good Housekeeping and men for Men's Health. To confirm that gender is the 
primary way these readers are being categorized, we discuss how gender norms (expectations 
of appearance and behavior for those identifying as feminine or masculine) are represented in 
these images. The image on the left shows a famous television star; her body position (tilted 
head), long hair, low cut dress, and the flowers behind her all indicate feminine gender norms. 
On the right, the famous male athlete is looking directly at the reader, his arms folded to 
display his muscles and tattoos, and he is wearing a white t-shirt and a short hair cut—all 
signifying masculine gender norms. | then ask students in which magazine they would expect 
to find an ad for mascara? Why? Which would they expect to see an ad for a sports car? Why? 


| show another pair of magazines (I usually need to explain that AARP is for retired people) 
and ask if there is a demographic category other than gender being targeted here: 


Click for larger view 


View full resolution 


Fig. 3. 
These Covers for Seventeen (September 2004) and AARP The Magazine (March/April 2009) Encourage Students to 
Examine Demographic Categories beyond Gender That Are Taken into Account When Placing Ads in Media. 


Students quickly conclude these magazines target readers by age. When | ask them how 
they know that, they explain that the cover image shows a person in the targeted age 
audience; and the stories listed on the cover also seem to be aimed at that age group. 
Furthermore, the magazine titles clearly refer to the targeted age group. 


In the next slide, | ask if there's a different demographic category being targeted in these 


magazines: 
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Fig. 4. 
These Covers for Latina (June/July 2008) and ESPN Deportes (June/July 2009) Encourage Students to Assess How 
Ethnicity and Race Are Factored into Placing Ads in Media. 


Since the topic areas of these magazines seem quite different, | ask students to explain what 
the covers tell them. Students quickly see that these magazines are targeting specific 


ethnicities: students describe the people and their style and appearance, the use of Spanish, 
and the stories listed. 


Then we move on to psychographics. Rather than demographics, what type of interests are 
these magazines targeting? 


NATIONAL 
GEOGRAPHIC 


FULS 
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Fig. 5. 
Covers for National Geographic (December 2004) and Travel + Leisure (November 2007) Help Illustrate How 
Audience Interests Factor into Ad Placements in Particular Media. 


Students identify interests in travel and other cultures for Travel + Leisure. The cover of 
National Geographic indicates it is targeting readers interested in nature. | point out that 
magazines cater to a wide variety of specific interests. In another pair of magazine covers, 
students often immediately identify the likely demographic category as men, but | ask them 
how the covers show what psychographic they are targeting: 
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Fig. 6. 
Sports Illustrated (January 2004) and ESPN Magazine (August 2007) Present Opportunities to Place Ads That May 
Pique Sports Fans' Interests. 


Students quickly identify the targeted reader as interested in sports—but we usually spend 
a few minutes discussing the gender norms represented on these covers as well. By the time 
we get to the next slide, students can explain how these two magazines both target a 


psychographic of readers interested in music, although probably of different demographics: 


Click for larger view 
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Fig. 7. 
Rolling Stone (August 2006) and Vibe (December 2006) Magazines Target Readers Interested in Music, but Other 
Demographic Factors Might Be Important, Too. 


We conclude this part of the lesson by reviewing how different magazines target different 
demographics and psychographics through their editorial policies. 


At this point, students are prepared to do the assignment related to this lesson. Although 
students are rarely regular print media readers, | continue to use print magazines for this 
assignment because magazines provide an easier format to analyze than television networks, 
websites, and other digital platforms. Unlike most digital media, a magazine issue is portable, 
contained, stable, and complete. But because students today are rarely magazine readers, | 
keep a collection of print magazines that | lend out for this assignment. | select magazines that 


have a clear target audience, avoiding general interest magazines such as Time, People, or 
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student (chosen by random draw) to select one print magazine; | ensure that every student 
has a different magazine. On hand, | have issues of Ebony, Bazaar, Cosmopolitan, Essence, 
Vanity Fair, In Style, C-Net, Men's Health, Redbook, Glamour, Men's Journal, GQ, Wired, Sports 
Illustrated, Muscle & Fitness, Downbeat, Marie Clare, and National Geographic. | might also use 
The Advocate, AARP The Magazine, Game Informer, Good Housekeeping, Family Circle, Southern 
Living, O The Oprah Magazine, Boy's Life, Motor Trend, Vogue, Car and Driver, Money, Seventeen, 
and Latina. Most students choose magazines that appeal to them; however, some end up with 
magazines that don't, and those students often notice the most, perhaps because they are 
able to look more objectively at the magazine. 


Once the students have their magazines, | orient them on how to study their magazines, 
especially their structures. | ask them to find the table of contents. | ask students why the 
magazine has a table of contents. Do they understand what is the content of the articles from 
the list of article titles? Does it help them understand the editorial strategy of the magazine? 
Often the table of contents is buried deep in the magazine. | ask students why they have to flip 
through before they find the table of contents. When they answer, "ads," | ask them if they 
think that is accidental or intentional. Are readers more likely to be exposed to more ads if 
they need to turn many pages to find the table of contents? As they page through the 
magazine, | ask them to identify random pages as either "ads" or "editorial content"—some 
students have trouble with these distinctions, so | might review what we did with the two 
pages from Vanity Fair. 


Then | go over the specifics of the assignment. | have students post their work on a Google 
Sites Wiki page, but most course management systems can follow this format well, or students 
might present their work orally in class. Each of my students begins by writing a short 
description of the magazine and its targeted audience, referring specifically to how the cover 


communicates this. 


Fig. 8. 
Students Have Used This Issue of Men's Journal (May 2018) to Study the Placement of Ads in "Brand Friendly" 
Media Context. 
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For example, a student who analyzed the May 2018 issue of Men's Journal wrote: 


The magazine's targeted audience is clearly men, but more specifically, men with an 


interest in action, sports, working out and being handy with tools. A portrait of the 
famous professional wrestler, John Cena, also catches immediate attention. Women 
are not typically interested in professional wrestling; usually young men find it 


amusing. 


Then students supply the number of pages that carry full-page ads (to avoid confusion, | ask 
them to skip all half or quarter page ads). Then they list at least twenty brands (and the type of 
product) advertised; for example, the student who analyzed Men's Journal reported 38 full- 


page ads, including these brands: 


Omega (watches), Tommy Hilfiger (clothing), Black & Mild (cigars), Fjall Raven (active 
wear), Altra (running shoes), Breitling (watches), Ikon Pass (traveling service), Irish 
Spring (soap), Mark Nason Los Angeles (footwear), Belgard (contractor), Serengeti 


(eyewear), Edge (shaving cream), Sketchers (Sneakers), Red's Brewing Co (alcoholic 


cider), Burton (active wear), Tylenol (medicine), Danner (boots), Samuel Hubbard 


(shoes), Copenhagen (chewing tobacco) 


Then each student selects one full-page ad from the magazine, photographs it, inserts it 
onto their Wiki page, and analyzes it. | review some of the common ad strategies so that 
students can analyze an ad as specifically as possible. Does the ad include product information 
such as the price or function of the product? Are there emotional appeals, such as narratives or 
images that refer to our emotional needs (e.g. love, excitement, companionship)? Which 


values or qualities of people are advertisers trying to associate with the brand? If a music 
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people, the advertiser hopes that viewers will associate wealth, glamour, and celebrity with its 
vodka brand—even if the average consumer may drink the vodka alone on a couch dressed in 
sweatpants. Many ads also use humor and irony: the advertiser winkingly implies that it knows 
that you know that this is an ad. Humor and irony help disarm our resistance by making us 
laugh—and so connecting positive emotions with the brand. Finally, | also ask students to 
notice gender norms in their ads. How are the models’ bodies positioned? In which direction 
are they looking? What are their facial expressions? Which body parts are exposed? What are 
they wearing? Do they use cosmetics? | ask students to analyze the ad's colors, backdrop, and 
lighting, too. Do the ads reinforce or challenge dominant norms of femininity or masculinity? | 
ask them to notice what the people in the ad are doing—are the men shown as active and the 


women as passive, or not? Are their activities reflecting gender stereotypes? 
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Fig. 9. 
This Irish Spring Advertisement a Student Found from the May 2018 Issue of Men's Journal Reveals an Image of 


Masculinity Based on Rugged Athleticism.2 


For an Irish Spring ad in Men's Journal, a student wrote: 


10/5/19, 12:55 AM 


The advertisement portrays athlétes. Specitieally rugby players, in action dtrineee a 


downpour. The player in the center is filthy and lies in a splashing puddle gripping the 
muddy ball. His face is fierce and determined and his posture shows he is not afraid of 
getting dirty. The targeted audience is clearly active men that are athletic, or work in 
jobs that require them to get dirty. It is for young energetic men that love action. 


Next, each student provides a list of the feature articles from the table of contents and 
provides a paragraph about how the articles provide a "brand friendly" context for the 
advertisements. | ask the students to be specific as to how the articles and ads relate to and 
connect with each other. 


The student who analyzed Men's Journal wrote, in part: 


Men's Journal works hard to be appealing to working and active men in their prime. 
Articles about John Cena, an active and successful man in his prime, helps maintain 
this focus. Articles like this are in close relation with the advertisements featured next 
to them. For example, Elgin Baylor, a legendary basketball player is not much different 
than the models in the /rish Springs rugby ad. 


Contents 
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Fig. 10. 
For This Assignment, Students Must Study a Magazine's Table of Contents Like This Example from Men's Journal, 
Which Helps Them Understand the Media Content in Which Ads Are Placed.2 
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Fig. 11. 
For This Lesson, Students Closely Study Magazine Features Like This Men's Journal Article on John Cena, Which 
Encourages Students to See How Ad Content Corresponds with Media Content.22 


During the following class meeting, we look at students' findings. | put each student's 
assignment up on the screen and ask them, in turn, to hold up their magazine, describe the 
cover and the articles, and then analyze their selected ad. As a class we discuss how the ad fits 
in with the editorial content. In this slide, a photograph of the page opposite an ad in Men's 


Journal very closely resembles the ad itself. 
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Fig. 12. 


By Looking at a Magazine's Ads and Editorial Content Together, Such as This Article and Irish Spring Ad in Men's 


Journal, Students See How Editorial Content May Closely Resemble Ads (and Vice Versa).24 


Each of these pages, ad and content, shows strong, active men enjoying challenging 
outdoor recreational activities. Both conform to gendered stereotypes, and the article 
supports the ad's aim to sell soap to dirty, sweaty, active men (or the readers who admire 


them). 


To drive home how important it is to understand that magazines’ editorial content is 
designed to provide a "brand friendly" context for their advertisers, | ask students if they 


: : ‘ . ; 5 
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might do if a magazine ran an article criticizing their industry. | ask where might we read about 
cosmetics' health issues. They suggest news magazines. But | note that readers interested in 
beauty might also be interested in such articles. Is it accidental or intentional that beauty 
magazines do not publish articles critical of the cosmetics industry? | ask which is more 
important to magazines: their advertisers or their readers? From whom do they earn more 


revenue? As students learn, in most cases, advertisers are more important to magazines.22 


By the end of this unit, students have learned how media companies earn revenue and how 
they produce content designed to aggregate specific target audiences. They have learned that 
those audiences are attracted by the magazine's content so that the magazine may sell their 
attention to advertisers. Advertisers expect the magazines to provide a "brand friendly" 
context that makes their ads look good. An ad for a lipstick would more likely be adjacent to 
an article about beauty tips rather than an exposé of the cosmetics industry. 


These principles, | note, apply to most ad-supported media, including television networks, 
radio stations, and newspapers. | ask students for examples of cable networks that target 
specific demographics or psychographics: students point out Lifetime for women, ESPN for 
sports, Nickelodeon for children, and so on. Radio stations program certain music genres in 
order to attract certain demographics for their advertisers; usually students are able to 
provide a few local examples. These principles can also operate in social media influencer 
content; if your students have studied influencers, you could ask them for examples of how a 
fitness influencer, for example, ensures that her social media content provides a "brand 


friendly" context. 


After completing this assignment, it could be useful to discuss how these practices do or do 
not apply to specific digital media outlets. For example, some websites sell contextual 
advertising: advertisers buy the space based on the content of the page just as it works in print 
magazines. However, more often websites feature ads placed by behavioral targeting: an ad 
follows the user around the web based on the user's online behaviors. A user searches for 
travel information, for example, and then, while reading a news website, sees ads from airlines 
and hotels. In this case, the content provided by the media company has little or no effect on 
which ad is delivered to a user. In class, | have turned on and off ad trackers and ad blockers 
on different browsers to demonstrate how this can function. 


When | first developed this assignment, most students still read magazines and | did not 
have to worry about confusion between ads and content. Today, students instead consume a 
great deal of digital media that blur this distinction, and magazine readership is, of course, in 
decline.22 However, we can still use traditional media like magazines to help students develop 
better media literacy. An assignment like this one should help students understand how the 


economic incentives of advertising-supported media shape content, both directly and 
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Appendix 1. Assignment Description 


Teaching the Relationship of Ads and Content in Media 


Note: If teaching a large class, this assignment could be done as an in-class exercise: break students up into small groups, assign each 
group a different magazine, assign different tasks to different group members, and then after completing those tasks, have them present 


their findings to the rest of the class. 
Each student chooses a different magazine from among a variety that have clearly defined target audiences: 


The Advocate, AARP The Magazine, Bazaar, Boy's Life, Car and Driver, Cosmopolitan, Downbeat, Ebony, Essence, Family Circle, Game 
Informer, Glamour, Good Housekeeping, GQ, In Style, Latina, Marie Clare, Men's Health, Men's Journal, Muscle & Fitness, Money, Motor Trend, 


National Geographic, O The Oprah Magazine, Redbook, Seventeen, Southern Living, Sports Illustrated, Vanity Fair, Vogue, Wired 
1). Write a paragraph: 
a). a short description of the magazine (what is it about?) 
b). define the targeted audience (by gender, or age, or interest), and 
c). explain how much of this can be seen on the cover. Be specific when you describe the cover. 
2). Provide a count of the number of full-page ads. Don't bother to count ads that do not fill an entire page. 
3). List the brand and type of product for (up to) 20 full-page ads. 
For example: Tide (cleaning product); Maybelline (cosmetics), etc. 
4). Select one full-page ad from the magazine to analyze: Take a photo of the ad and insert it on your page. 


5). In a detailed paragraph, describe the ad and discuss the strategies you see. How is the ad is trying to appeal to the 


targeted audience for the magazine? 
6). List the topics of the major articles (for example: "Interview with movie star Emma Stone"). 


7). Conclude with a paragraph about how the articles (content) provide a "brand friendly" context for the advertisements. 


Be specific as to how stories and ads relate to and connect to each other. 


Appendix 2. Resources and Suggestions for Further Reading 


Alliance for Audited Media, https://auditedmedia.com/. 


Hefner, Brooks, and Edward Timke. Circulating American Magazines: Visualization Tools for US Magazine History. National Endowment for 


the Humanities Digital Advancement Grant. http://circulatingamericanmagazines.org/. 


"List of Magazines by Circulation," Wikipedia, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_magazines_by_circulation#United_States. 


The Magazine Rack, Internet Archive, https://archive.org/details/magazine_rack. 


The September Issue, documentary about Vogue, directed by R. J. Cutler, 2009. 


Google Scholar 
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Martin's, 2017. 


Google Scholar 


Garvey, Ellen Gruber. The Adman in the Parlor: Magazines and the Gendering of Consumer Culture, 1880s to 1910s. New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1996. 


Google Scholar 

Havens, Timothy, and Amanda Lotz. Understanding Media Industries. New York: Oxford University Press, 2012. 
Google Scholar 

Ohmann, Richard. Selling Culture: Magazines, Markets, and Class at the Turn of the Century. New York: Verso, 1996. 
Google Scholar 


Summer, David E. The Magazine Century: American Magazines Since 1900. Peter Lang Publishing, 2010. 


Google Scholar 
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